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ABSTRACT 



A study examined the effects of using a microcomputer 
for writing oh the composing processes and attitudes toward writing 
of . three non-native college students. The subjects were a Korean^ ah 
Egyptian, ahd a Pole, former students of remedial writing ihEhglish 
as a second ^language (ESL) . The data used included multiple drafts 
from a previous semester's writing, trahscripts of ihterviews, 
word-processed multiple drafts, field hbtes of the studehts* verbal 
and nonverbal writing behavior^ students* process journals, ahd 
videotapes of their word processing. The students received ihitial 
instruction in usihg the software ahd_ were then told to usi the 
computer to complete their presehtESL class assignments. The_ results 
indicate that the subjects > each of whom had characteristically done 
extensive revising with pen and paper^ did hot use computer time to 
revise. One used it as a tool for generating ideas> _ another used it 
for editing, and the third used it for gaining familiarity with the 
technology. The study further examines the reasons for each student's 
distinctive use of the computer, (MSE) 
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Word Processing in English as a Second Language: ft base Study of 

Three Non-Native College Students 

During the Fall 19S6 aemeater> I conducted a case study on 
the effects of liaihg a inicrbcomputer to write on the composing 
processes and attitudes towards writing of three intermediate- 
level ndh-native college students. The subjects^ Wbh> a Korean^ 
Sbmaia, ah Egyptian> and Krystyna, a Pole, were chosen from among 
former students in a remedial ESL writing class whose multiple^ 
handwritten drafts were available for study, who had used peer 
and teacher feedback to revise extensively when using pen and 
paper, and who were able to articulate their learning and writing 
processes . 

The data included hand-written multiple drafts from the 
previous semester, transcripts of interviews, wdrd-procesaed 
multiple drafts, field notes of the students' verbal and non- 
verbal writing behavior, the students' process journals in which 
they wrote about their impreasidhs of using a computer to writer 
and videotapes of their word processing. The suboects received 
initial instruction in using the software^ and were then told to 
use the computer to fulfill assignments for their present ESL 
classes . They came to the computer center for three hburs a 
week, since, like moat City University of New York students^ they 
have little time to spare between their courses^ jobs and family 
responsibilities . 

My findings, which support Collier's 19S3 findings^ were 
that the subjects, each of whom was ah extensive reviser when 
using pen and paper, did not use their time at the computer to 
revises Won used it as an instrument for generating ideas. 
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Sbmdid for editing^ and Krystyna ±bf gaining familiarity and 
comf ortability with the technology. In thia preaentation I will 
speak about how each aub^ect chbae to uae hia or her limited time 
at the computer, and why th^ae choicea ^'ere made. I hope to 
ahow that the aub^ecta made intelligent choicea about the beat 
use o£ their time at the computer. 

Won ia a pragmatiat; he eh^bya hew challehgea aid facea them 
knowing that he may fail, but proceeding aa though he won't. In 
one of his early journal ehtriea he wrbte, "It ia alwaya fun for 
ne to learn something which I never knew. . .Now I feel a little 
bit bored about writing on paper, ab I think it ia a gbod chance 
to learn about computer writing." In another, he wrote, "I want 
to write and play with the cbmputisr. During the writing oh the 
computer, I will be familiar with the computer." Wbh ia, 
bbvibuaiy> a confident and self-reliant learner. He khbwa how to 
play and experiment with what ia unfamiliar until he bwha it. 

At the beginnning of the remeater Won wbrked albwly ahd 
deliberateiy> watching hia fing^ra, entering a phraae bf five or 
aix words and then looking at the screen, abmetimea changihg the 
spelling of the last word, or aubatitutingf ahother. By the 
middle of the semester he had learned all the fuhctibha I taught, 
and bthera he figured out on his own, or by asking me tb 
demohatrate • He used various ways to move the ciirsbr ahd. delete 
words; he was typing more quickly, sitting more relaxedly and 
sometimes scrolling to the top of the document tb reread what 
he'd written then scrolling to the bottom tb continue. fla Won 



4 



3 



gained ci eehee of comfort dhd freedom^ he wda eibl^ to use the 

computer to compose more fluently than he had wlieh writing with 

pen and paper. During a mid-aemeater interview in which I aaked 

him to talk about the difference in hia pen and paper and 

computer writing he said: 

i am writing more with the computer. Sbinetimea when I 
write with the pencil, I loae ideaa^ ab I try to read 
again what I am writing. . .When you go back you cannot 
read some aentencea, ab ybu don't khbw what worda you 
used . . . So I loae ideaia. So I gb wrbrig. But when I_ 
work with a computer , everything ia clear. Even if I 
think about a new aentence, I can keep cbhcehtrating oh 
my ideas because everything looks clear. I mean I'm 
more stable around my idea, withbut Ibaihg it. 

Won used the computer primarily as a tbbl for generating 

ideas because he appreciated the way it allowed hiin to put hia 

thoughts immediately into writing. Because Korean uses a non- 



Roman alphabet, when writing in English with pen and paper Won 
had to concentrate on forming letters neatly to make them 
legible, thereby losing ideas. The computer freed him from the 
chore of handwriting and let him focus bn fluently creating 
sentence after sentence. 

The other difference in Wbn'a writing habits when using pen 
and paper and a computer had tb db with revision. In the final 
interview. Won said: 

Sometimes when I write with a pencil I write too fast- 
I mix up. I have tb change the whble order, put the 
first sentence at the bbttbm of the page. Usually I 
^9"'^_^9 that when I wbrk bn the computer. I don't mix 
up ideas . Every i:hlng is in a kind bf brder . It' a very 
ciear^ The order is very clear. .When I work with the 
computer I just write, I'm satisfied with what I write 
the first time. When I write with the pencil, I need 
to start writing about four or five times. I ha-^e tb 
change paper every ten minutes, make new sentences . 
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But when I worR with the computer^ when 1 fisel like 
stopping^ I atop working. 

Wdn's description of the difference in his writing process with a 

computer and with pen and paper aeema to Indicate that he stopped 

revising altogether; he did not. It is hot true^ as his account^ 

might lead you to conclude, that his first drafts oh the computer 

were also his last drafts. That is, after generating a first 

draft, and getting feedback from me or his writing teacher^ he 

would revise by entering a second draft from memory, rarely 

consulting the first draft. This is differeht from his revisihg 

process of hand-written first drafts bh which he wrote, crossing 

out sentences, adding words and humberihg ahd cuttihg ahd pasting 

paragraphs. In fact, sometimes Won combihed both processes by 

taking home word -processed hard copy, ahd revisihg it using the 

technique of numbering paragraphs and cuttihg ahd pasting them. 

Aith ough I had shown Won repeatedly how to make block moves. 

he never did. When I asked why, he said that aihce he ohly had 

three hours a week at the computer, he preferred to cut ahd paste 

at home. He had determined that his best use of his computer 

time was to gener;ite ideas, while writihg a first or later draft, 

without consulting notes or previous drafts. It may be that he 

simply needs more time at the computer to hot bhly geherate 

sentence after to sentence but also to move them around. 

Whatever the future developments might be, however. Won was 

extremely satisfied with his experience with the computer, and 

will continue to use them when they aire available. 
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Where Won gained fluency with the computer, Somaia wa© 

concerned ^bout. Ibaihg the fluency ahe had gained in pen and 

paper writing. During the initial interview^ ahe explained her 

reaervationa about uaihg the computer : 

Within the laat £ew ihohtha becauae I £eel like I'm 
getting better aa £ar aa writing and hot atoppihg every 
second. Like in claaa when the prbfeaabr aaked us to 
write aomething^ I atart writing and I get more fluent 
in writing. So maybe that alao made me not think about 
using the computer where I have to type ao I'll be 
slower and this might atop me from thia fluency I'm 
having now in writing . 

Before taking ESL writing classes, Somaia had had confidence 

in her ideaa but was frustrated by her inability to express their 

complexity while writing in English. The fluency techniques she 

practiced in class allowed her to put her ideas down oh paper 

without stopping to find the appropriate words. She learned to 

delay deliberating over word choices, and thus, gained fluency: 

i always thought I could write. I have the ability to 
express myself , but I use naive words to express myself 
and I was worrying about that before. Now I'm hot 
^9^Ky^^'3' I'll keep writing and if some good words 
start to my head, I'll use them. 

Unlike Won, Somaia did not find advantages to using the 
computer as an instrument for generating ideas and first drafts, 
perhaps in part because she was not handicapped^ as he waa> by 
the- problem of forming the letters of English due to her more 
extensive schooling in English. She decided to use the computer 
for editing and to stick with her new-found inventidh technique - 
writing non-3top in class - and to her old writing poaitiibh - 
lying on her bed at home in the "beach position," as she put it, 
to write first drafts. 
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Somaia's style of working was to enter the handwritten 
dra£ta she had done at home, into the computer and to then 
correct apelling and grammar miatakea, and aubatitute her ihtiai 
word choicea with bthera. She aaid that the clean look of the 
text on the screen helped her detect errbra, and that the 
spelling iniataKea ahe miaaed were picked up by the spell check. 
Because cf her fruatratibh at having to uae what ahe cella "naive 
worda" to expreaa herself, Somaia waa delighted to be able to 
call up a theaaurua which gave her many choicea. She did 
realize^ however, that in order to make a choice^ ahe would need 
to know the ahadea o£ difference in the wbrda preaehted; ahe 
often called or me to explain them to her. 

Somais alao realized that the computer had other uaea 
beaidea editing, but ahe choae to maater the editing functions 
first. Her learning process, a legacy, perhaps, of her years of 
training aa a ballerina in the Egyptian Ballet Company, waa to 
focus on one atep at a time, practice it until gaining maatery 
and then move onto the next latep. During the mid-aemeater 
interview she characterized her learning to uae the computer in 
thia wa/: 

the difficulty of the bdmputer is to have to 
read the manuala to know exactly what type of commahda> 
the procedures, step by atep and then after that I 
guess everything will be eaay. It ^uat heeda a long 
tine. When you try to work with it withbut having the 
knowledge, it's not eaay. 

Soisaia's solution to the problem of having to work with a 
new machine with many capabilities waa to choose a few functions 
to practice in order to achieve mastery. 
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(Adhere Somaia used the computer to eidit and Won to generate 
ideaa^ Kryatyna uaed it to bvercbifne her £ear of the techhblogyi 
^h^n; during her initial interview^ I aaked how ahe felt about 
the proapect of uaihgf the computer for writing ahe said, 
"laervous. , . It's too f ast. You have to wbrR faat. That kind of 
sounds, they make you push too fast. The aound makea me nervbua 
to put another letter or abmethihg. It puahea you to work faster 
than I do. . • That's why I prefer not tb uae an el<actric 
typewriter." Krystyna^a fear of the computer waa part of a 
larger fear of operating machihea. She dbean't drive or uae the 
automatic teller machine at the bank and she dialikea uaing a 
sewing machine: "I'm alwaya thinking if an emergency happened, 
would i know what to do?" 

krystyna was also concerned that she was hbt fast enough 
when writing in English with pen arid paper. This lack b£ speed 
she attributed to the problem of riot kribwing the spelling of the 
words she wanted to use: "I stop because I am thinking how it's 
spelled, simple things, arid I bperi the dictibhary tb look how 
it's spelled." But the issue of speed bri the computer seems to 
have had more to do with her idea that computers were fox^ saving 
time and that if she didri't go fast, she was wanting time and 
electricity . 

Krystyna'© preoccupation with both spelling and speed was 
dramatized about halfway through the semester > when she asked if 
i was going to give dictation to the students, "So you can see 
how fast we got and we have tb have good spelling." To Krystyna, 
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the computer was « typewriter with a memory which allowed her to 
fbcUa bh apellihg individual wbrda and oh increaaing her speed. 

Even though Kryatyha remained aehaitive to the hum of the 
computer and to the £laahihg curabr ^ perceiving both aa a prod to 
keep writing, ahe did come tb all 6£ the weekly aeaaibha and 
worked cbncentratedly • She waa determined tb conquer her fear of 
the computer. However, ahe waa unable tb maater the mbat baaic 
functions during the aixteeh weeks o£ data collection. She 
often confused the cursor and space keys, for instance^ causing 
her text to move and fbrcirig her tb restbre it> which usually 
involved asking me or tho other students to help her. Several 
times she came to the end of the screen and fbrgbt that she only 
needed to continue to see more space bh the screen. These 
confusions, though^ seem to have had tb db with lack of practice 
and confidence and will probably disappear as Krystyha spends 
more time at the computer and gets help when she is stuck. In 
fact, during the final interview, Kryaytha tbld me that ahe and 
Sonaia had signed up for Jti computer literacy cburae: "We both 
decided there is nothing wrong with taking cbmputer next 
semester. It's really helpful. I would never have thbaght about 
taking it, if not for this prb3ect...it made me believe that I 
can do it better if I start tb practice, and that I can db it 
like <3uher people who use cbmjputers every day." Sbir.e of the 
nystique of these machines had been dispelled: Kryatyna now feela 
entitled to i ae them. 
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While Somaid^ Krysytna> arid Wbri had all shown themseiveB to 
be extenaive reviaera when uaihg peri arid paper > none of them uaed 
the computer primarily aa a tool £br reviaiori. Perhapa because 
there were limitatibna oh their time at the computer, they each 
choaie one aapect o£ writing to concentrate on while word 
proceaaing. Kryatyna apent her time gairiirig cbmf ortability arid 
familiarity with the hard and abftware^ Sbmaia with correcting 
ixiatakes and subatituting original wbrd choicea with more 
appropriate onea, and Won with trahaferirig hia thbughta quickly 
to the screen « 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ . . _ ^ i 

There are two main implicationa to be derived from thia 

atadyi. One is that atudenta need greater acceaa to cbmputera if 

« 

they are to take advantage bf all ita featurea. The other ia 
that in cases where computer time ia limited, aa it was for this 
study ^ students must be allowed to grow accuatbmed tb the 
technology at their own pace, arid to uae it in the way they find 
Jiost helpful. That ia, bhce teachera have dembriatrated the 
various ways of generating ideaa, reviairig arid editing, we muat 
step back and leit the atudenta ahow ?Jta what they find beneficial 
about using this technology for writirig. 

Sarah Beheach 

Assistant Prof eaabr of Eriglish 
College of Stateh Island, 
City University of New York 
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